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Appendix D - 1 

Recognizing and Reporting Sexual Abuse 
and Assault 
 
At least one in five girls and one in ten boys will be sexually abused at some point in their 
childhood.1 People aged 15 to 24 report rape and sexual assault at far higher rates than any 
other age group.2 If you suspect a student in your classroom has been or is being sexually 
abused, sexually exploited, or injured (by anyone, not just a caregiver) you are obligated to 
report it. Even if you have no suspicion, you should remember that you likely always have 
students who are currently experiencing sexual abuse or assault or who have in the past. Strive 
to create a classroom that is safe and inclusive, and in which good boundaries are modeled. 
You do not have to know for certain that a student has been abused to make a report and to 
offer the student support. 

 
HOW TO TELL if a student has been sexually abused or exploited 

 

1. The student tells you (possibly following a lesson on sexual exploitation or sexual assault). 

2. The student acts differently from usual, in troubled ways . . . 

 Regressing to more babyish behavior 

 Clinging to you or another staff person 

 Cranky, hostile or depressed 

 Sleeping in class, or lacking energy 

 Development of minor ailments (headaches, stomach aches, no appetite) 

 Reluctant to leave school at end of day 

 Dressing provocatively or wearing many layers of clothing even during hot weather 

These behaviors can signal other stresses, but it never hurts to ask if you can help 
with “a problem.” 

3. One student confides that another student was exploited. 

 
WHAT TO DO if a student confides in you about sexual abuse or 
assault or if you have “reasonable cause to believe” 
 

If a student confides in you that she or he has been sexually exploited or if you have 
“reasonable cause to believe” that abuse or assault has occurred: 
 

1. Believe that student and say, “I believe you.” 

2. Tell the student that they’re not to blame and say, “I care about you and I’m glad you 
told me.” 

3. Speak privately with the student and maintain the student’s confidentiality within the 
school, except if you feel the need to enlist the help of one other adult support person (your 
principal, school nurse, or whomever you trust the most). 

This appendix was most recently edited August, 2011. 
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4. REPORT THE ABUSE. In all 50 states, the law requires professional school personnel 
to report the suspected abuse to either the police or to a child protection agency.3,4 It is 
not sufficient to “turn the case over” to your principal or anyone else, even if this is 
what your school protocol advises. You are required by law to report it yourself or make 
certain it has been reported by another person (for example, by being in the room at the 
time). You do not need to know for certain that abuse has occurred to be obligated to report. 
All you need is reasonable cause to believe it has occurred; it is the job of the child 
protection agency to investigate, not yours. 

5. Offer the student as much control as possible over the timing and manner of reporting. If 
he wishes, for example, he could make the report himself while you sat at his side for 
support. In Washington State, if a student isn’t in immanent danger, you have 48 hours to 
make a report – so you could allow her the choice to delay reporting to a child protection 

agency for a day in order to disclose it first to a parent or guardian.5 

6. If you need or want support or advice for yourself or the child in reporting the abuse, seek 
professional help.6 

 

WHAT TO DO if you get an anonymous question from a student that 
indicates possible abuse or exploitation 
 

1. If you recognize the handwriting, ask that student if you can talk with them privately. Do 
not pressure them, but tell them that you care and that if there is anything they want help 
with, you can help. If the student denies writing the question, tell them that you care and 
want to help if they ever do need help in the future. Explain that, in the meantime, you do 
have to notify Child Protective Services that you received the question, even if you aren’t 
sure who wrote it.  

2. If you don’t recognize the handwriting, call Child Protective Services for advice about 
whether to make a formal report. 
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